540         THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
" Hey, countryman, that's not the way to hide !   You've
hidden your head, but you're showing your arse ! "   Ancr
with a pretence of fury he shouted :  " Well, out you come!
Let's see your documents ! "
The cossack jumped up and, bending double, ran oft^
through the sunflowers. Prokhor laughed uproariously, an^jS
was about to touch up his horse to chase the man. But*
Gregor halted him :
" Don't play the fool! Let him go to the devil; he'll go
on running until he's broken-winded. And he'll die of
fright. . . .'J
tc You're all wrong ! You couldn't catch that man with
Borzois ! He won't stop galloping for a good ten miTes. Did
you see the way he tore through the sunflowers ? Where
does a man get all that energy from at such times, I'd like
to know." He expressed some decidedly disapproving
opinions about deserters generally, and remarked :
" The way they ride ! Just like wolves ! How did they
get away, tell me ? You look out, Pantalievich, or before
long you and I will be holding the front on our own."
The closer they drew to the front, the more Gregor saw
signs of the demoralisation of the Don Army. That
demoralisation had set in just at the moment when, rein-
forced by the insurgents, the Army had achieved its greatest
successes on the northern front. Already its forces were not
only incapable of opening a decisive offensive and smashing
enemy resistance, but would be unable to face any serious
attack.
In the district centres and villages where the front liq|
reserves were quartered the officers were carousing
incessantly ; baggage trains of all kinds were groaning with
property looted but not yet despatched to the rear; not
more than sixty per ceat of the complement was left in any
of the component forces ; cossacks were arbitrarily going
on furlough, and the Kalmyk punitive detachments scouring
the steppe were not strong enough to hold up the flood of
mass desertion. In the occupied villages of the Saratov
province the cossacks were behaving like conquerors on
foreign territory ; they were pillaging the population, raping,
the women, destroying the grain stocks, slaughtering the
cattle. Reinforcements of callow youths and men over
fifty were being drafted into the army. In the advancing!